Review by Robert H. I. Dale
This book details a three-year study of 1,200 Asian elephants (Elephas maximus) in southern India. The author, Dr. R. Sukumar, emphasizes the population dynamics of this group of elephants, the varied habitat, and the influence of human-elephant conflict on the stability of the elephant population. Both manslaughter and elephant-slaughter are discussed, as are a variety of conservation issues. Throughout the report, the data that Dr. Sukumar collected in his study are compared with similar data from studies of other Asian and African elephant (Loxodonta africana) populations. The paperback is a slightly revised version of an earlier hardback edition of the book and includes updates of information originally presented in his doctoral thesis and several journal publications. Incidentally, in his acknowledgments section, the author expresses appreciation to Dr. V. Krishnamurthy, a Forest Veterinary Officer who was featured in the recent Nature documentary, "The Elephant Men" (see review, this page).
Dr. Sukumar begins with an historical chapter, pointing out that 2-4 million Asian elephants have been captured over the last 4,000 years. (The Asian elephant has been depleted by capture for domestication and habitat destruction; the African elephant has been depleted by hunting for food or ivory.) Sukumar then provides an elaborate description of the distribution of elephants in Asia, estimating a wild population of about 45,000 and a domestic population of about 16,000 elephants. Surprisingly, both Burma (Myanmar) and Thailand have larger domestic populations than India. The effects of habitat loss to slash-and-burn culti vation, hydroelectric projects, human transmigration, and grain, timber, and fruit plantations are outlined, as are the effects of poaching and the ivory trade.
Turning to the study population, located in the Eastern Ghats of southern India, Dr. Sukumar describes the widely varied habitats the elephants occupy in the 1,100 sq. km. study area. He describes the seasonal variations in habitat use-e-dry season browsing and wet season grazing-s-and the nutritive quality of the elephants' diet. There is some valuable information on herd structures and sizes, home territories, and the age distributions of the elephant population. There are chapters on the elephants' feeding habits, their impact on the local vegetation, crop raiding, and the impact of the human population on the elephants' habitat. Dr. Sukumar' s text is liberally supplemented with photographs, diagrams, and tables of data.
The elephants in the study are organized into five main clans of about 100-200 animals each, and Dr. Sukumar uses population modeling techniques to estimate that, with current populations' age distributions, sex ratios, fertility rates, and mortality rates, a population size of at least 150 animals is probably required for a group's long-term survival. Small groups of elephants in isolated habitats are unlikely to survive very long. Several chapters and appendixes cover population structures and dynamics.
The chapter on manslaughter contains many interesting statistics. For example, in a gruesome balance, elephants and humans seem to kill each other in roughly equal numbers (about 150 per year in India). By contrast, rabies contracted from pets kills perhaps 15,000 humans each year. About half of the people killed by elephants die during settlement raids (all at night), whereas the other half are killed in the forest during 94 JEMA, Volume 7, Number 3 the day. The most common method of killing seems to be by throwing or slapping with the trunk. There is apparently no systematic evidence that male elephants in musth are more likely to kill people.
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